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Mealtime should always be an occasion, not only when you have guests, but 
also when you serve just the family. It may be the only time during the day 
when the entire family is together. It is a good time to share the pleasant or 
amusing experiences of the day; it is not a time to discuss family troubles. 

In order that mealtime may go smoothly, certain customs for serving and for 
mealtime manners have been established. These customs are based on common 
sense and convenience, and exceptions to them should be made with caution. 

Each family has special needs, however, and you must decide for yourself the 
most practical way to serve your meals. The suggestions in this bulletin are 
those most commonly practiced by homemakers in the United States who take 
pride in the table they set. 


Principles of Table Setting 


Every time you set a table you create a picture. Strive for these qualities: 

Good balance. Table utensils and decorations will be more pleasing if arranged 
in an orderly manner, equally spaced, and not crowded. Silverware, napkins, 
china, and glassware should form lengthwise and crosswise lines on the table. 

Harmony and color. The table coverings, napkins, decorations, dinnerware, 
and glassware should complement each other. Appetizing color combinations 
of food are important, too, 

Suitability. Select things for the table with an eye to their suitability to each 
other, to the occasion, and to the menu. 

Distinction. You can set a simple but charming table if you use your imagina- 
tion, originality, and a few inexpensive accessories. 


The Table Covering 


Be sure the table cover has no wrinkles. Everything on the table should be 
spotlessly clean. 


Place mats 

Place mats are commonly used for table covering today. They are not only 
inexpensive, when compared in cost with a large tablecloth, but also easy to 
launder and easy to store. Mats should be used only on a well-finished table 
top. Various shapes and colors made of plastic, cork, straw, cellophane, bamboo, 
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or linen are practical, especially if they can be easily cleaned. Lay place mats 
flush with the edge of the table or at a distance of not more than one-half to 
one inch from the edge of the table. Runners are now sometimes omitted from 
the center of the table and replaced by a mirror or a tray, either of which can 
serve as a base for the center piece. 


Tablecloth 

Tablecloths are available in a variety of fabrics and colors. When used, they 
should fit the table and give a smooth appearance. A silence cloth or pad under- 
neath a tablecloth improves the appearance, protects the table from heat, and 
prevents noise. A silence cloth should be several inches larger than the top of 
the table. It can be folded in and pinned underneath the corners to prevent 
sliding. Table pads are available with both dark and white linings. 

A silence cloth or pad is seldom used under cloths made of lace, net, or sheer 
embroidered fabric in order to reveal the design, but hot pads may be needed to 
protect the table top from hot dishes. You can keep special hot-dish holders in 
the dining room to use at the table instead of kitchen holders. 

A tablecloth should extend at least 12 inches over each edge of the table but 
should not be long enough to interfere with the comfort of the guests. You can 
allow a lace cloth more overhang than a damask cloth. 


Decorations 


Roses, chrysanthemums, gladioli, hollyhocks, or dahlias, arranged singly or 
in twos or threes in a shallow bowl, make an attractive center-piece. Low 
arrangements are especially pleasing because they are in scale with the small 
dining tables of today. Although many prefer flowers, most varieties are too 
costly in certain months of the year. Other decorations can be equally pleasing. 
Green leaves in different sizes, shapes, and textures make striking arrangements. 
You might like to try bowls or trays of fruits and vegetables for variety. Some 
figurines are suitable for creating an interesting effect. Green plants of ivy, 
philodendron, African violets, or begonias, that are not highly scented, are also 
attractive. 

Candles, alone or with other decorations, enhance the beauty of a table. But 
they should be a useful decoration; that is, they should be lighted during the 
meal. If candles are the only light you use, be sure there are enough. You 
should also be sure that the candles are of a height that will bring the flame 
either above or below the eye level of those seated at the table. 


Setting the Table 


The space for each person's plate, silverware, glass, and napkin is called the 
cover. Mark each place with a plate. Space these evenly and, if possible, directly 
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across from those on the opposite side. They should be at least 20 inches apart 
from center to center; 30 inches is even better (figure 7). Be sure that there is 


1. A cover for dinner 


Silverware 


Plates 

Put an individual plate 1 inch from 
the edge of the table with the bread 
and butter plate at the left side, just 
above the fork. When you do not 
serve the salad as a separate course, 
place the salad plate at the left of the 
fork. Or, if you are not using a bread 
and butter plate, put the salad plate 
in its place. You can also put it at the 
right of the knife if it doesn’t inter- 
fere with the cup. However, this loca- 
tion is confusing, and makes it neces- 
sary for you to clear the cover from 


both sides. 


Hold all silverware so that your fingers do not rest on the tines of the fork, 
the blade of the knife, or the bowl of the spoon. To avoid getting finger marks 
on the surface of silverware, hold each piece by its edges. 

Have the silverware close together, but not touching, and 1 inch from the 
edge of the table (figure 2). Usually not more than three pieces of silverware 
should be placed at each side of the plate. The silverware for the dessert can 
be placed at each cover just before the dessert course is served. Place this spoon 


or fork at the right. 


Place the énife at the right of the plate with the sharp edge towards the plate. 
The spoons should be placed to the right of the knife in order of their use, 


beginning at the outside of the cover. 


the top of the butter plate and par- 
allel to the edge of the table. This 
small knife is sometimes placed across 
the right side of the plate, parallel to 
the other silverware, with the cutting 
edge to the left. If one plate is used 
for both the salad and bread and 
butter, place the butter spreader on the 
table above the dinner plate. By doing 
this, you can avoid overcrowding the 
plate. 


Lay the bread and butter knife across 


2. A cover for dinner 


| plenty of space; no crowding. ‘ 
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3. A cover for luncheon when no knife is used 


Place forks, with the tines turned upward, at the left of the plate. If you use 
a salad fork, place it next to the plate or to the left of the dinner fork (figures 
1 and 2). When the menu does not call for a knife, you can place the fork or 
forks at the right of the plate with the spoons. No special fork for salad is 
needed when the salad is served with the meat course. 


Glassware 
When you handle glassware, hold 
the glass near the bottom so as not to 
Oo get your hand on the top rim. Place 
l the water glass at the tip of the knife. 


If milk, iced tea, or other drinks are 

served, place them to the right of the 

water glass and a little nearer to the 

edge of the table (figures 3 and 4). If 

4. A cover for luncheon when possible, leave the glass on the table 
no knife is used while it is being refilled. 


Napkin 

Fold the napkin simply in an oblong or square, and put it, preferably, flat, 
at the left of the fork. If the cover is crowded, or if you use both salad and 
bread and butter plates, you can place the napkin between the knife and fork, 
or on the plate, but the first arrangement is preferred. The hem and selvage 
of the napkin are usually placed parallel to the edge of the table so that the 
open, lower corner is nearest the plate. Occasionally, the design of a napkin 
makes it impossible to follow this rule. Some persons prefer to have the open 
corner turning away from the plate. Whatever position you use for the napkin 
should be repeated at all covers. 
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Placing Accessories 


Serving silverware 
If silverware is needed for serving, place it on the table beside the dish of 
food and not in the food. Once a piece of silver has been used, it should be 


left in the serving dish. 
If carving is done at the table, lay the carving set at the carver’s place or by 
the platter of meat. Silver placed by the platter is shown in figure 5. 
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5. Carver’s place 


Salt and pepper 

Place individual salt and pepper sets at the top of each cover. One set that 
is to be shared by two persons should be placed between the two covers in line 
with the water glasses and within easy reach. If fewer sets are used, place them 
at convenient distances. It is customary to place the salt at the right of the 


Pepper. 
Jelly, bread and butter, pickles 

Place jelly, bread and butter, or pickles parallel to the edge of the table so 
they are within easy reach to pass. Put the silver for each one beside the dish, 
with the handle toward the person responsible for passing the dish. These 
dishes may be placed on the table, on a tea cart, or on a side table. 


Water and milk pitchers 

Place each pitcher on a plate or pad near a person who will be responsible 
for refilling glasses, unless someone is waiting on the table. The pitcher may 
be placed on the table if there is room, or on a tea cart, or a side table. 


Tea or coffee service 

Place the tea or coffee pot at the right or left of the server's place, whichever 
is more convenient. Put the creamer and sugar in front of the server's place and 
the cups and saucers at the right or left beside the coffee pot. The saucers can 
be piled and the cups arranged in twos; turn the cup handles all in the same 
direction at a convenient angle for the server. If space permits, the complete 
tea or coffee service can be placed on a tray in front or at either side of the 
server. One position for the coffee service is shown in figure 6. 
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6. Tea or coffee service 


Placing the chairs 

Place the chairs so that they need 
not be moved any more than necessary a en 
when the family is seated. Do not 


have the chairs so near the table that (Seos0) ey 
Host 


they break the straight line of the drop 


Often the father and mother sit at ve 

the ends of the table and the family C) (Ap0'80) 

along the sides. If there are guests, 

the seating arrangement in figure 7 can Womon Guest 

be used. 7. Seating arrangement 


Hostess 


Last-Minute Details 


Be sure everything is ready before you call the family. Have the temperature 
of the room right for comfort. Arrange the curtains so that the light is good. 
Hot foods should be served hot and cold foods should be served cold. Dishes 
for hot foods should be warm. Place them in a warm (not hot) oven or on 
top of it, or rinse them in warm water just before using. Chill the dishes that 
you use for cold foods. 

See that the salts and peppers, bread or rolls and butter, pickles, and relish 
are on the table, the tea cart, or the side table. Fill the glasses three-fourths full. 
Have the water pitcher three-fourths full and in a convenient place. Hot breads 
and baked potatoes can be covered with a napkin or served in a covered dish. 
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The Dining Room 


Guests should arrive five or ten minutes before the hour set for dinner. A 
hostess need not wait longer than fifteen minutes for a tardy guest. For guest 
meals, the hostess enters the dining room first in order that she may direct the 
seating of her guests. She may say, “Won't you be seated at my right?” “Will 
you be seated next to Mr. A.,” or the like. In general, guests and older members 
of the family go before the younger ones. It is a nice courtesy for each member 
of the family to take a guest to the dining room. A man does not sit down at 
the table until all the women are seated. 

Seat yourself from the left side of the chair when possible because it is natural 
to place your right hand on the back of the chair. This avoids the awkwardness 
of two persons coming between the same chairs. 

Stand behind the chair until the hostess is seated. It is courteous for each 
man to draw out the chair for the woman who is seated at his left. This courtesy 
may also be shown by the younger members for the older members of the 
group. 

If a napkin is properly folded, it does not need to be lifted in the air when 
you fold or unfold it. Most luncheon napkins and all dinner napkins are large 
enough to be half unfolded on your lap with the open side toward you. At 
the family table, when the meal is over, you may wish to fold your napkin into 
its original folds so that is can be used again. 

When you are at a friend’s house for only one meal, place the napkin loosely 
beside your plate. If you are a guest for more than one meal, do as the hostess 
does with her napkin. When you are called from the table or when you are 
waiting on the table, partly fold the napkin and place it on the table by the left 
side of the plate. 

Conversation at the table should be cheerful and pleasant and of such a 
nature that everyone may take part in it. A hostess or host should try to intro- 
duce general topics of conversation that will interest everyone. Unpleasant 
topics and those on which guests may not agree should be avoided. 


Service 


Four types of table service are generally recognized: the informal family 
type, the English, the compromise, and the Russian. The type which you select 
for your home depends entirely on the needs of your family. It can be varied 
for each occasion. 

Your everyday service should require few changes when guests are present. 
Even the simplest form of table service when it is well done can be made attrac- 
tive and inviting, and is acceptable. The rules for setting the table can be applied 
to any type of service. 
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1. Informal family service 


The busy homemaker should plan an attractive service that takes the least 
amount of time and energy. To save time, all of the food may be placed in 
serving dishes on the table before the family is seated. Place the main part 
of the meal with the serving silver before the cover at the head of the table. 
Put the other dishes of food, with the necessary silver by the side, on the table 
where they may be conveniently reached and passed by members of the family. 
Bread, butter, and the other side dishes should be placed before other members 
of the family who will see that they are passed. The hot foods can be placed 
on the table after the family is seated and passed in this order: meat, potatoes, 
gravy, and vegetable. 


Serving table 

If you place all of the food dishes on the table, it may have a rather crowded 
appearance. For this reason, it may be better to put some of the food and side 
dishes, such as relish, and bread and butter, on a small table or tea cart. Place 
such a table to the right or Ret of the host or hostess, depending upon which 
is more convenient. The dishes can be passed easily from there. 


Salad service 

If salad is served on individual plates, place it on the table just before the 
meal is served or pass it in a bowl. One plate for salad and bread and butter 
saves space at the table and makes fewer dishes to wash. 


Passing the food 

Pass the dishes of food either to the right or to the left. Passing to the right 
seems to be preferred, but the important thing to remember is that all of the 
dishes should be passed in the same direction. Usually, the person sitting near- 
est a serving dish is asked to pass it. He may be asked to serve himself first ; 
otherwise, he will serve himself when the dish is returned. 


Clearing the table 

Children can be trained to wait on the table so that their mother is relieved 
of these duties. The person who is waiting on the table should place his napkin 
on the table by the left side of his plate and rise without excusing himself. 

To save steps, have a tray ready on a side table for dishes that are being 
removed from the main table. 

Serving dishes should be removed before the individual covers are cleared. 
The following order is usually preferred: (1) the serving dishes, such as the 
meat platter, vegetable dish, and gravy dish; (2) the bread plate; (3) the 
relish dish; (4) the salts and peppers on a small tray; and (5) the individual 
covers. 
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Individual covers are usually cleared in this order: the hostess’ cover first, 
and then on around to the right; or, the cover at the hostess’ right can be 
cleared first, and the hostess’ cover last. 

It is preferable to remove all plates from the left of the person seated at the 
table and to use your left hand, the one that is farthest away from the person. 


hostess 


vegetable 


8. Informal service for the busy family 
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bread 

salt @ pepper 
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Remove the main-course plate from 
the left, with the left hand, and trans- 
fer it to the right hand. Then remove 
the salad plate or bread and butter 
plate with the left hand and place it 
on the dinner plate. Stepping to the 
next cover on the right, remove the 
small plate first and place it on top of 
the two plates in the right hand. Re- 
move the second dinner plate from the 


left side with the free left hand. This 7 yh 
method removes two complete covers 

at one time. It is desirable to remove —_ i 

one cover at a time when you use both 9. Clearing the cover 


salad and bread and butter plates. Use 
a plate and napkin to crumb the table when it is necessary. 


Serving the dessert 

For an especially busy family, it saves time to place the dessert on the table 
above the plate when the meal is served. A more attractive service is to remove 
the first course dishes before bringing in the dessert. Then the dessert may be 
served from a side table or it may be brought in from the kitchen. Bring the 
desserts to the table two at a time. Start with the person whose plate was 
removed first: serve his dessert from his left side with your left hand; transfer 
the second dessert to your left hand and serve it to the second person from the 
left side, also. 


Serving the beverage 

You can pour the beverage in the kitchen and bring in two cups at a time. 
Serve the cups from the right with the right hand, beginning with the person 
who has been served first throughout the meal. Then transfer the second cup 
and saucer from the left hand to the right, and serve the next person to the 
right, from his right side. 

To save time, the hostess can serve the beverage at the table while the dessert 
is being served from the kitchen. Place the beverage with the necessary service 
to the right or left of the server. The hostess pours the beverage which is 
passed to each person. Cream and sugar, if desired, can be put into the cup 
before the drink is poured, or it can be passed around the table. 


2. English service 


The English type of service is well suited to most American families and is 
attractive. With this service, a member of the family or the hostess waits on 
the table. 
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All of the food for one course is served at the table, usually by the hostess or 
host or by both. The hostess, as a rule, serves the soup, salad, beverage, and des- 
sert. The host carves and serves the meat, and may serve the potatoes and the 
vegetable. A family member sitting at the right or left of the host may assist by 
dishing the vegetable or the gravy after the host has served the meat. For con- 
venience, it may be necessary to rearrange the cover of the person who serves. 


meat 
and 
potatoes “™ 


10. Dinner table—English or compromise service 
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Sometimes, the host passes the partially filled plate to the hostess who serves a 
vegetable, the salad, or both. This method is not so desirable as it requires 
passing the plate back and forth. If there is maid service, the maid can take 
the partially filled plate to the hostess and then place a filled plate before each 
person in turn. The service is simpler if the meat, potatoes, and vegetables are 
all served by one person. 

When there is no maid service, the plates and food can be placed in front 
of the host before the family sits down. Always bring the hot dishes in last 
in order to keep the food hot. The first plate can be served to the hostess. 
When the hostess receives the first plate, she will notice whether any food is 
missing. 


Hostess Host 
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Host Serving Hostess Serving 


11. Order of service 


The filled plates are passed down the left side of the table until all on the 
host’s left side are served. Then the host serves those on his right and himself 
last. This order of service is shown in figure 11. Some prefer to serve the 
right side of the table first. The same order of serving should be used through- 
out the meal. The server should say distinctly for whom each plate is intended. 
If he asks for your preferences, you should express them. 

After the main part of the meal has been served, the hostess helps herself to 
bread, butter, pickles, or other foods that are on the tea cart or side table. She 
may prefer to pass the dish to the guest first if that order was used in serving the 
filled plates. The family and guests wait for the hostess to begin eating. 


Second servings 

The host should ask the hostess, first, whether she cares for a second serving. 
If she takes at least a portion of some food, then others will feel free to have 
seconds. The hostess may pass second servings of bread and relishes. 
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Serving the dessert and beverage 

When the family is through with the main course, the hostess or some family 
member removes the serving dishes and individual covers in the same order as 
in the informal family type of service (page 9). The dessert and dessert plates 
with serving silver are brought in and the dessert served by the host or hostess in 
the same order as that used for the main course. If the hostess serves the dessert, 
the beverage and utensils needed for it are placed at her right or left, whichever 
is convenient. Both the dessert and beverage can be served by the hostess. 

If the family is small, and no one waits on the table, the tea cart may be used 
for clearing the dishes. The hostess may ask to have the serving dishes from the 
first course passed to her, then the individual plates. She places the plates on the 
bottom shelf of the tea cart. Some desserts and also the beverage can be put on 
top of the tea cart at the beginning of the meal so that the hostess can serve 
them from there after the table is cleared. When there isn’t space on the tea 
cart, the hostess or a family member has to leave the table to get the dessert 
and beverage. 


3. Compromise service 

One type of compromise service is a combination of the English and Russian 
services. Part of the meal, usually the main course, is served at the table by the 
host or hostess or both. The soup, dessert, and beverage may be served from the 
kitchen. After the main course, however, it saves time to serve the beverage at 
the table while the dessert is being served from the kitchen. If a fruit juice or 
other appetizer is served, it is pleasant to serve it in the living room before the 
meal. 

This style of service uses the same arrangement for setting the table, serving 
the food, and waiting on the table as the English style. A tea cart is convenient 
for extra things such as butter, bread, jelly, relishes, water, and milk. 

Another variation of the compromise type of service is to serve the filled 
plates from the kitchen. This is especially desirable if the table is small. It 
does not require special serving dishes and silverware, and may be a time saver 
for the busy homemaker. 


4. Russian service 

The Russian service is for formal occasions and is usually reserved for special 
parties. A waitress is needed for each six or eight covers. All food is served 
from the kitchen. The host and hostess take no part in the serving. 

There are two types of Russian service: the platter service and the individual 
service. In the platter service, the foods are arranged attractively on serving 
dishes which are passed by the waiter to each guest so that the guest can help 
himself. Or, in the individual service, portions of food are put on plates in 
the kitchen, and a plate is placed before each guest. 


14 


a 


Leaving the Dining Room 


Guests wait for the hostess to suggest leaving the dining room. Usually a 
few words, ‘““Wouldn’t you like to see the prints we were discussing?” or “Shall 
we sit in more comfortable chairs in the living room?” prevent a long awkward 
wait at the table after the last course has been finished. Leave the table from 
the left side of the chair and return the chair to its position at the table. 


Leave-taking 

Guests may leave at any reasonable time after dinner unless some form of 
entertainment has been mentioned. 

When they are leaving, guests should tell the host and hostess how much 
they have enjoyed their hospitality. They can say good-bye to the guests stand- 
ing near the hostess, but it is unnecessary to make any special effort to say 
good-bye to others. 


Incidentals 
Use of the knife and fork 

Hold the handles of the knife and fork lightly in the palm of each hand, 
your fingers clasped around them. Rest your forefingers along the back of the 
blade of the knife and the handle of the fork (figure 12). 

Do not play with the knife and 
fork or hold them upright on the 
table. When the knife and fork are 
not in use, place them across the cen- 
ter of the plate with the tines of the 
fork up, and the blade of the knife 
in, toward the center of the plate (fig- 
ure 13). Do not rest them against the 
edge of the plate with the handles on 
the tablecloth. 

When you pass a plate for service, 
place the silver near the center of the 


late. Do not take the silver off and 
hold it, or put it on the table. G2 
When you are eating salads and 
desserts, use the fork in the right hand 
with the tines up. Hold the fork in 
the left hand, Sith the tines down, SS 
when cutting food with the knife. In 
America, the fork is usually trans- 
ferred to the right hand before you 13. Position of silverware when 
begin eating. finished eating 


12. Holding knife and fork 
correctly 


q 
fe: 
15 


Use of spoon 
Use the beverage spoon to stir the beverage and to test its flavor and temper- 
ature. When you are not using it, lay it on the saucer. Never leave the spoon 
standing in the tea or coffee cup. If there is no saucer or plate under a glass of 
iced tea, place the spoon on your dinner plate. 
Dip the spoon away from you when eating soup. Sip, without noise, from 
the side of the spoon, 


Finger foods 

The following foods can be eaten with your fingers: bread, rolls, crackers, 
cookies, carrot sticks, turnip strips, olives, potato chips, radishes, corn on the 
cob, most raw fruits, small whole pickles, salted nuts, candied fruits, and candies. 


Passing, serving, and second helpings 

When you pass food in a dish without a handle, be careful not to let your 
fingers rest within the dish. The same rule applies when you handle dinner 
plates. If the dish has a handle, turn the handle toward the person who is 
about to take the dish from you. 

If, as a guest, you are asked to pass food, place the serving silver in the 
dish, and pass to the person next to you. The hostess may say, “Please help 
yourself to the bread and pass it.” Only in that case, would you help yourself 
first. 


Personal habits at the table 
Cut only one or two bites of meat at a time except for children and invalids. 


Do not talk until what is in your mouth has been swallowed. 

If an underliner plate or saucer is used, place your spoon on it when it is 
not in use or when you have finished eating. 

Ask to have things passed if they are out of normal reach. 

Never use your own silver to remove food from the platter or serving plate. 

It is no longer necessary to leave a bit of food on the plate to be polite. 

The hostess should continue to eat until all have finished eating. 


Use a toothpick only in the privacy of your own room. 


Reprinted JANUARY 1959 
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